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After taking a course titled “Centering Race and Unlearning Racism,” it is impossible not to analyze my own
student teaching experience in these contexts. In my student teaching experience, I noticed consistently that
my students of color struggled to find books that represented their racial identities, resulting in their appeared
lack of interest in reading. As their teacher, especially as their white teacher, I struggled to find books to
recommend to these students of color and found myself falling back on books that I had read as a 4th or 5th
grade student. These books featured overwhelmingly white protagonists, only furthering the systemic racism
in the world of publishing and children’s literature on an interpersonal level. As a result of these experiences, I
have designed a text set of 63 chapter books for upper elementary students that feature protagonists of color.
It is designed to be a classroom resource for both teacher and student.
In order to make more sense of the observations I was making in my own classroom, I decided to do further
research into the books that were available for my students, especially my students of color. In my student
teaching placement’s library, only about 7% of chapter books featured a protagonist of color. While this is not
necessarily far off of the national publishing rates, 82% of the students at this school are identified as students
of color by OSPI. This is extremely problematic. 82% of students are sharing 7% of the books. At the same
time, the 18% of students identifying as white are sharing 93% of the books. This is one example at one
school, but it speaks to the overall lack of opportunities for students of color to see themselves represented
in the books they are reading. Every child, regardless of their race, ethnicity, identity, religion, social class,
etc., deserves to be presented with both windows—lenses into other people’s identities and realities—and
mirrors—reflections of their own realities and identities. Students of color are inundated with window after
window and see very few mirrors.
Moving forward into the teaching profession, I can use this text set as a starting place to fill these gaps and
provide more mirrors, but not an ending place. It is by no means a comprehensive list of the available books
that may function as mirrors for my students of color, but I have certainly enhanced my own understandings
and knowledge about what books are out there. I can also use this as a resource to share with other educators
and other students and I hope to continue adding to these lists as I discover more and more books.
In creating this project, I had to really interrogate the ways in which my own personal biases and individual
racism impacted the interpersonal racism that I perpetuated by recommending books with white protagonists
to my students of color. I also had to think about the ways in which systemic racism has infiltrated the world
of children’s literature and become deeply embedded in the culture of school. In the end, I have made a
commitment to be consciously aware of the messages I am sending my students through the physical books
in my classroom as well as a commitment to maintaining and growing a resource for myself and others in
order to achieve this goal.
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